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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Idaho Department of Fish and Game (Department) proposes a 3-year experimental swan 

hunting season in the Panhandle Region of northern Idaho to commence October 2020. 

Waterfowl hunters have expressed interest in swan hunting opportunities in northern Idaho, 

similar to other states in the Pacific Flyway (i.e., Montana, Nevada, and Utah). A general swan 

hunt in northern Idaho would be directed towards tundra swans, and designed to minimize take 

of trumpeter swans. Department field staff and members of the public have recorded consistent 

observations of tundra swans (Cygnus columbianus) during the fall migration in the Panhandle. 

To date, swan observation data show relatively few trumpeter swans (C. buccinator) migrating 

through the area; therefore, the Department believes the likelihood of trumpeter swan take is 

minimal.  

The purpose of this proposal is for the Department to obtain approval for a swan hunting season 

in the Panhandle Region of northern Idaho from the Pacific Flyway Council (Council). Upon 

approval by Council, the Department would seek subsequent approval from the U.S. Department 

of the Interior and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) to develop an Environmental 

Assessment for public review and compliance with the federal National Environmental Policy 

Act. The proposal follows the procedures identified in the Pacific Flyway Western Tundra Swan 

Management Plan (2017), to include: 

(a) description of hunt area boundaries; 

(b) a summary of numbers of swans, species composition, and seasonal use patterns in the 

proposed hunt area;  

(c) number of permits requested;  

(d) anticipated harvest;  

(e) season length and dates;  

(f) description of the permit process;  

(g) proposed methods for obtaining reliable data on harvest and hunter activity; and 

(h) additional considerations. 
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Description of hunt area boundaries 

Proposed hunt area boundaries include the four most northwestern counties (Benewah, Bonner, 

Boundary, and Kootenai) of Idaho (Figure 1). The majority of swan observations during fall 

migration are widely distributed among the abundant rivers, lakes, and wetlands in this portion of 

northern Idaho. All or portions of game management units 1, 2, 3, 4, 4A, 5, and 6 are contained 

within these counties. 

Summary of numbers of swans, species composition, and seasonal use patterns in the 

proposed hunt area 

Two populations of swans migrate through northern Idaho. They include the Western Population 

(WP) of tundra swans and the migratory Canadian breeding segment of the Rocky Mountain 

Population (RMP) of trumpeter swans. Both of these populations have been increasing in number 

and distribution in recent years. On average, over 123,000 WP tundra swans were recorded over 

the last ten years during spring waterfowl breeding surveys in western Alaska (Pacific Flyway 

Council 2017). Nearly 11,000 swans were estimated to belong to the migratory Canadian 

breeding segment of the RMP in 2015 (Pacific Flyway Council 2017).  

The last aerial swan abundance and distribution survey in northern Idaho was conducted in 1985. 

Consequently, comprehensive swan observation data is limited in northern Idaho. While fall 

waterfowl migration surveys are conducted on several state-owned Wildlife Management Areas, 

it was necessary to obtain additional swan species composition and seasonal use data from eBird 

(eBird 2018). The vast majority of swans observed during fall in northern Idaho are tundra swans 

(Figure 2). Since 2007, there have been 4,386 tundra swan observations and 74 trumpeter swan 

observations (Figure 3) during the fall migration period (October–December). On average over 

the last five years, 500 tundra swans were observed in northern Idaho, while only four trumpeter 

swans were observed. 

Tundra swans arrive in northern Idaho around the first of October and typically leave by the 

middle of December (Figure 2). The majority of swan observations are reported during 

November. A small number of trumpeter swans have been observed in October and November 

(no observations were recorded in September), but observations generally increase during the 

months of December and January (Figure 3). 

During fall migration, tundra swans are well distributed throughout the rivers, lakes, and 

wetlands in northern Idaho; however, several high use areas occur along the Kootenai River, the 

northern shore of Lake Pend Oreille, and Coeur d’Alene Lake (Figure 4). Groups of tundra 

swans ranged in size from one to 264 birds, with an average group size of 22 birds. Trumpeter 

swans were observed in the same general locations, but in fewer numbers (Figure 5). Groups of 

trumpeter swans ranged in size from one to 14 birds, with an average group size of three birds. 

Beginning in fall 2018, comprehensive swan data will be collected on state-owned Wildlife 

Management Areas and at high use areas (Figure 4) to gain an additional understanding of swan 

abundance, species composition, and seasonal use. These fall surveys will follow the Service 

waterfowl survey protocol established for the Coeur d’Alene River Basin (Appendix A).  



3 
 

Number of permits requested 

Proposed number of swan permits would be 50. 

Anticipated harvest 

It is expected that northern Idaho swan harvest would be similar to harvest success in the Pacific 

Flyway portion of Montana, which averaged 45% over the last 10 years. Therefore, an 

anticipated 23 swans would be harvested annually.  

Similar to the Montana swan hunting seasons, it is believed the vast majority, if not all, harvest 

of trumpeter swans during the proposed Idaho season would be of the RMP trumpeter swan 

population segment that breeds in Canada. The proposed hunt area is generally north and west of 

the Core Tristate area and few, if any, trumpeter swans are expected to migrate northward during 

the fall. In the 2003 Environmental Assessment (U.S. Department of the Interior 2003), the 

Service stated that low harvest levels from these flocks pose no threat to this component of the 

population; therefore, Idaho requests to be exempt from a trumpeter swan harvest quota. 

Based on observations of neck-collared birds, it is unlikely that trumpeter swans from nearby 

restoration areas in northwest Montana would migrate through northern Idaho (D. Becker, 

Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes, personal communication). In addition, the two 

breeding pairs of trumpeter swans at Turnbull National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in Washington 

are considered primarily non-migratory and not likely to travel into northern Idaho (Mike Rule, 

Turnbull NWR, personal communication). 

Season length and dates 

Proposed season dates would be the first Saturday of October to December 1, a maximum of 62 

consecutive days. The proposed dates are consistent with the current federal frameworks and 

swan hunting season dates in Montana. The Idaho swan season dates could be extended to be 

consistent with other waterfowl hunting season dates (Saturday closest to September 24 through 

the last Sunday in January, but not exceed 107 days) if federal frameworks change to allow this. 

Description of the permit process 

Swan hunting will only be allowed by special state-issued permits. Swan tags will be offered 

through a controlled hunt or on a first-come, first-served basis. For controlled hunts, each hunter 

must submit an application to enter a random drawing for the chance to be a tag holder. 

Successful applicants will receive a swan tag. 

Similar to the Utah model, applicants would be required to successfully complete a one-time 

swan hunting orientation course to be entered in the controlled hunt drawing. Applicants will be 

asked to take the Utah course until an Idaho-specific course has been developed. 

Proposed methods for obtaining reliable data on harvest and hunter activity 

Following the Montana bill measurement card model, all hunters that harvest a swan must 

complete and submit a harvest report with bill measurement and color information within 72 

hours of harvest. Successful hunters will be encouraged to visit a local Conservation Officer or 
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Regional Office to have their swan examined by a biologist to determine species and age. Check 

stations will also be considered by the Department. After the season, unsuccessful tag holders 

will be contacted to determine harvest success and hunter effort. Individuals that do not comply 

with harvest reporting regulations will not be eligible to apply for a swan tag the following year.  

Additional Considerations 

Soliciting input- 

Due to the potential for controversy with this proposal, the Department has reached out to local 

tribes (i.e., Coeur d’Alene Tribe of Indians, Kalispel Tribe of Indians, and the Kootenai Tribe of 

Idaho), local representatives of federal agencies (i.e., U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Bureau of 

Land Management, and U.S. Forest Service) and the Kootenai Valley Resource Initiative to 

solicit input. The Department has also consulted The Trumpeter Swan Society (TTSS) and the 

Northern Rockies Trumpeter Swan Stewards (NRTSS) on the hunt proposal. An Idaho swan hunt 

was discussed at recent Pacific Flyway Study Committee and Greater Yellowstone Trumpeter 

Swan Working Group meetings. 

To date, there has been no objection to a proposed swan hunting season in northern Idaho. 

However, some concern has been expressed about a potential season. The Trumpeter Swan 

Society and the NRTSS specifically suggested a proposed season be considered experimental 

and include a trumpeter swan harvest quota. They also expressed concern about connectivity 

among trumpeter swan restoration sites (i.e., Flathead Indian Reservation and Turnbull NWR). 

The Department will continue to solicit input during fall 2018 and winter 2019 on the northern 

Idaho swan hunting season proposal from members of the public and other interested parties. 

Interested and concerned parties will have an opportunity to provide comments on the 

Department proposal through public meetings, open houses, sportsman group meetings, or online 

comments.  

Heavy metal contaminants- 

Heavy metal contaminants found in the Coeur d’Alene River Basin, from historic metal mining, 

cause fatal lead poisoning of tundra swans every spring (average 35 swans/year; Unpublished 

data: USFWS). According to spring waterfowl surveys conducted by the Service, a minimum of 

353 swans have died from lead poisoning during 2009-2018. Although no swan mortalities due 

to lead poisoning have been documented in the fall, it is unknown if contaminant levels in their 

muscle tissue pose a health risk for human consumption. Swans migrating during fall appear to 

have shorter stopover durations than during spring. Furthermore, swans have reduced access to 

contaminated wetlands in fall because lower water levels make foraging unsuitable.  

To measure lead levels and assess the risk to human consumption of swans using the Coeur 

d’Alene River Basin, Department staff may collect up to 15 tundra swans during fall 2018 and 

2019. Swans will be collected throughout the proposed season dates to capture the variation in 

lead levels that may exist based on length of stopover and seasonal conditions. During the 2020 

harvest season, a piece of muscle tissue will be sampled from each harvested swan that is 
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brought to a local Conservation Officer or a Regional Office for examination to further test for 

lead and other heavy metal levels. 
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Figure 1. Proposed swan hunt area boundary including Benewah, Bonner, Boundary, and 

Kootenai counties (red cross-hatched area).  
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Figure 2. Tundra swan observations in northern Idaho from September through January, 2007-2017. (Unpublished data: Idaho 

Department of Fish and Game, eBird 2018). 
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Figure 3. Trumpeter swan observations in northern Idaho from October through January, 2007-2017. (Unpublished data: Idaho 

Department of Fish and Game, eBird 2018).
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Figure 4. Locations of tundra swan observations during fall migration (September to January), 

2007-2017 (Unpublished data: Idaho Department of Fish and Game, eBird 2018). 
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Figure 5. Locations of trumpeter swan observations during fall migration (October to January), 

2007-2017. (Unpublished data: Idaho Department of Fish and Game, eBird 2018).  
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Appendix A.
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